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According to a new study by the UN's Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC), the ranks of the poor and destitute increased dramatically in urban areas throughout Latin
America since the early 1980s, converting the problem of poverty and indigence in the region into an
"overwhelmingly urban phenomenon."
Last year, ECLAC released a survey on poverty in Latin America that showed that the number
of people living below the poverty line grew significantly during the 1980s, when economic crisis
coupled with neoliberal structural adjustment programs led to a sharp drop in income levels for
most middle- and lower-class households in Latin America. According to ECLAC, in 1980 nearly 136
million people in the region were poor, accounting for about 41% of the total regional population.
But by 1990, the number of people living below the poverty line had swelled to nearly 196 million, or
46% of the population.
At the same time, the number of people considered extremely poor those whose incomes are
not enough to ensure a diet that meets minimally adequate nutritional standards rose from 62.4
million in 1980 to 93.5 million in 1990, or from 19% of the total population to 22%. Thus, ECLAC
estimates that two out of every five people in Latin America are now poor, and one out of every five
is extremely poor. In August, ECLAC published its latest report on poverty in Latin America.
Although the Commission did not update its estimates on total regional poverty levels, the latest
study draws on the figures provided by the previous survey to compile a detailed comparison of
changes in urban and rural poverty levels since 1980. The new report clearly demonstrates that
the ranks of the poor have increased much more dramatically in the cities than in the countryside.
"Between 1980 and 1990 the total number of poor people in Latin America rose by 60 million,
thereby wiping out the progress made in the 1970s," reads the report. "The urban population was
much more severely affected than the inhabitants of rural areas, since 53 million of those 60 million
'new poor' were living in the cities. Poverty in Latin America thus became an overwhelmingly urban
phenomenon even though its incidence and severity remain greater in rural zones."
ECLAC estimates that of the total 195.9 million poor people in Latin America, 115.5 million, or 59%,
now live in urban areas, compared with 80.4 million who live in rural zones. That represents a near
reversal of the situation that existed in 1980, when 54% of all poor people lived in the countryside
In addition, although the incidence of extreme poverty is still much higher in rural areas, the growth
in the absolute number of people considered indigent is much more dramatic in urban areas than in
the rural zones. From 1980-1990, the number of people living in extreme poverty in the countryside
grew by 8.7 million, from 39.9 million to 48.6 million. In contrast, the number of people considered
indigent in the cities grew by 22.4 million, with the total indigent urban population doubling from
22.5 million in 1980 to 44.9 million in 1990. By country, the most dramatic increases in urban poverty
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took place in Argentina, Venezuela, and Brazil. In Greater Buenos Aires, the total number of urban
households classified as poor jumped from 7% in 1980 to 25% in 1990, while indigence expanded
from 2% to 7%, according to ECLAC (see table II). In Brazil, the percentage of urban households
listed in poverty and indigence climbed from 30% to 39%, and from 10% to 16%, respectively. And,
in Venezuela, the number of urban households listed as below the poverty line jumped from 18% to
33%, and the number of extremely poor urban families grew from 5% to 11%.
Of the 14 countries surveyed by ECLAC, the most dramatic urban poverty levels were registered
in Bolivia, Guatemala, Honduras, and Peru. In Bolivia, 50% of all urban households are below the
poverty line, while 22% are listed as extremely poor. In Guatemala, 48% of urban households are
poor and 23% extremely poor. In Honduras, 65% are poor and 38% indigent, and in Peru 45% are
poor and 16% extremely poor. Even in those countries where ECLAC reported a slight decline
in poverty levels in the late 1980's, for the most part there are still more poor and extremely poor
people than there were in 1980, meaning that the economic recovery which began in 1991 has been
insufficient to make up for the social costs of the economic crisis that gripped the region during the
past decade.
Chile and Colombia are the only exceptions. In Colombia, for example, the total number of poor
urban households dropped from 36% in 1980 to 35% in 1990, and those listed as extremely poor
from 13% to 12%. UN economists also warn that despite the prospect for continued moderate
growth throughout the rest of the 1990s, poverty levels are unlikely to improve before the turn of the
century, and may in fact grow slightly worse in urban areas by the year 2000. "The coming years will
be quite difficult for these countries," said Peter Jensen, ECLAC's regional coordinator for human
settlements, based in Santiago, Chile. "Growth has been really on only one end of the spectrum, for
the wealthy. The rich are getting richer and the poor are getting poorer."
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